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Executive Summary

In 1967, an equestrian statue of Belgian King Leopold II, the owner and absolute ruler of the Free
State of Congo from 1886 to 1908, was taken down and discarded on the outskirts of Kinshasa, in
today’s Democratic Republic of Congo, as part of President Mobutu’s postcolonial re-indigenising
policy. In 2005, it was reinstated, to much contestation, and taken down once again less than
twenty-four hours later. Today, the statue stands in a heavily guarded museum that is largely
inaccessible to the general Congolese public. This case study highlights the degree to which
Congolese opinion remains mixed on how best to commemorate the figure of Leopold II and, more
broadly, Congo’s colonial past.
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Introduction

A statue of King Leopold II in the outskirts of Kinshasa lies at the heart of a cultural and political
conversation in the Democratic Republic of the Congo about how best to grapple with a troubled and
violent colonial past. Contestation surrounding the statue has not been an isolated incident; rather, it1

has been a process by which it has been removed and reinstated, and moved to different locations
under diverse political regimes. From its erection in 1928 and display in the city center as a symbol of
Belgian power, to its removal and consequently to its relocation, the statue has been a subject of
fierce political debate. Today, Congolese people remain divided with regards to the role that the
statue of Leopold ought to play today in Congolese national culture, with some arguing that it is an
important part of the country’s history and as a site of memory, whilst others debating that it is an
outdated relic of a bloody past.

Background

The statue in mention commemorates the figure of King Leopold II of Belgium. King Leopold II ruled
over the Congo for 23 years as its colonial king-sovereign, though he never stepped foot on
Congolese soil. Leopold gained possession of the ‘Free State of Congo’ in 1885, naming it the2 3

world’s only private colony, and proclaimed himself ‘proprietor’ Hoch. The nation was thus known as4

‘the Congo Free State’ from 1885 to 1908. From 1908 until independence in 1960 it was known as
the Belgian Congo. From 1971 to 1997 under Mobutu Sese Soku, the country was known as Zaïre,5

and upon Mobutu’s fall from power, the earlier name of the country prior to 1971, the Democratic
Republic of the Congo, was reinstated.6

King Leopold’s dominance over the Congo was infamously brutal. Under his rule, Congolese people
were forced to labor in an economy governed by the royal family and some powerful trusts. Leopold7

required Congolese people to supply labour, rubber, and ivory to his agents, a policy enforced
through rape, arson, bodily mutilation, and murder, often depopulating entire villages. Congo’s8

inhabitants were thus enslaved subjects of a sovereign who had never visited their country. As a9

result of these policies, as many as 10 million Congolese people were killed by execution or perished
from starvation, exhaustion, exposure,  and/or disease.10

Today, the figure of Leopold is commonly understood as a symbol of Belgium’s violent colonial

10 Ibid., 22.
9 Ibid., 23.
8 Ibid., 22.
7 Georges Nzongola-Ntajala, The Congo from Leopold to Kabila: A People’s History (Zed Books, 2002), 19-22.

6 Bernd Michael Wise, Ntsomo Payanzo, René Lemarchand, and Dennis D. Cornell, "Democratic Republic of the Congo," Encyclopedia
Britannica, April 29,2021.

5 Ibid.
4 Adam Hochschild, “Leopold II,” Encyclopedia Britannica, April 5,2021.
3 Ibid., 17.
2 Georges Nzongola-Ntajala, The Congo from Leopold to Kabila: A People’s History (Zed Books, 2002), 23.

1 There are two countries in Africa that use the name ‘Congo.’ The Democratic Republic of Congo’s capital is Kinshasa, while the
neighboring Republic of Congo’s capital is Brazzaville.
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enterprise upon which Belgium’s wealth was built. In particular, the publication of Adam Hochschild’s
King Leopold’s Ghost in 1998 contributed to the changing narrative of Leopold as a génocidaire king.
In June 2020, the Belgian city of Ghent removed a bust of Leopold under the premise that it was an
‘insensitive, outdated image of colonization in our streets and parks.’11

The object known as the Equestrian Statue of King Leopold II is currently located at the highly
guarded Institut des Musées Nationaux atop Kinshasa's Mont Ngaliema. It was inaugurated in 1928
by Albert I and first located in front of the Palace of the Nation, where the president resides (Figure
1). It stood as a powerful image of colonial authority and Belgian power in the capital city of the12

Congo. As part of President Mobutu’s policy to recover indigenous African values, it was first
removed in 1967, and re-erected in 2005, when Minister of Culture Christophe Muzungu ‘decided to
rehabilitate’ the statue in Kinshasa’s city center, claiming that it is ‘part of our heritage.’ However, for
reasons still unclear, it was taken down again less than 24 hours later by the same crew who had
installed it.13

13 Ibid.
12 France24, “In DR Congo, King Leopold’s Statue Stoic as Protests Rage Elsewhere,” France24, June 12, 2020.
11 Brussels Times, “‘Ghent removes Leopold II statue: “His criminal actions do not deserve tribute,” Brussels Times, June 18, 2020.
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The original sculpture is by Thomas Vincotte, a Belgian sculptor. The statue in Kinshasa is a direct14

replica of the one in Ghent, Belgium. It is part of a larger set of three colonial statues, including Prince
Albert, and Stanley. The statue is six meters (20 feet) high and cast in green bronze.15

History of the Contestation

Contestation over the statue first emerged in 1967, when former president Mobutu Sese Seko
ordered its removal as part of his authenticité policy to rename colonial sites . At this time, the16

capital Leopoldville was renamed Kinshasa, Stanleyville became Kisangani, Elizabethville became
Lubumbashi, and Congo was renamed Zaire (before becoming the Democratic Republic of the Congo
in 1997 under a unilateral decision by Laurent-Désiré Kabila). As part of the renaming efforts17

undertaken by Mobutu, numerous monuments and statues were relocated to Mobutu’s private
garden on Mount Ngaliema, where today they rest as part of a Presidential Park that includes the
Institute of National Museums of Congo.18

On February 2, 2005, the statue - which had been in a warehouse in the outskirts of the city for more
than thirty years - was re-installed in the city center, on a pedestal in front of the main railway station
where a statue of King Albert had once stood. Interestingly, February 3 was the day on which the19

Royal Museum of Central Africa in Tervuren was meant to open a major exhibition titled Memory of
Congo. Both events received international press coverage, particularly in Belgium, where this was
seen as a shared moment of ‘mémoire retrouvée’ (recovered memory) between the former colony and
imperial power.20

Congolese Minister of Culture Christophe Muzungu presided over the re-instalment, and claimed that
doing so was necessary in order to remind the Congolese people of their past, stating that ‘a people
without history is a people without soul.’ Muzungu’s view resonates with some voices in the21

Congolese cultural sphere, such as that of the director general of the Institute of National Museums
of Congo, Joseph Ibongo, who highlighted that ‘you can have a bloody, sad page in the book of our
history, but you can’t tear out that page.’22

The statue was, however, taken down the following day after facing significant backlash within
Congo and abroad, with many questioning the apparent celebration of a bloody legacy of Belgian

22 Reuters, “Congo hopes new museum can heal nation's scars” Reuters, March 11, 2010.
21 Africa News, “Good riddance to sour history: Congolese on toppling of King Leopold II Statue,” Africa News, June 12, 2020.
20 Ibid.

19 Johan Lagae, “From ‘Patrimoine partagé’ to ‘whose heritage?’ Critical reflections on colonial built heritage in the city of Lubumbashi,
Democratic Republic of the Congo,” Afrika Focus 21, no. 1 (2008):12-13.

18 Justin Makangara, “Congo’s 60th Anniversary of Independence, a Time of Reckoning?,” Fondation Carmignac, June 29, 2020.
17 Georges Nzongola-Ntajala, The Congo from Leopold to Kabila: A People’s History (Zed Books, 2002), 1.

16Mobutu’s authenticité policy sought to “reorient the country’s cultural identity to so-called authentic indigenous African values, with
the professed goal of ending the cultural alienation caused by the colonial experience”. See: Van Beurden, “Authentically African: Art
and Postcolonial Cultural Politics in Mobutu's Zaire”. Garage, July 22, 2017.

15 France24, “In DR Congo, King Leopold’s Statue Stoic as Protests Rage Elsewhere,” France24, June 12, 2020.
14 Kees Van Tilburg, “Leopold II,” Equestrian Statues, n.d.
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colonialism that Leopold represents. No particular group was identified as having promoted social23

unrest, which suggests that the riots were not an organised collective movement but rather a
spontaneous phenomenon of average citizens. News outlets echoed the words of some Congolese24

citizens as stating ‘Leopold II certainly does not deserve a statue in the public domain’ , or ‘when it25

comes to Leopold II, it is the past, a past which was traumatic. (...) the Congolese need to be taught
what really happened during slavery and colonisation in Africa’. During the short period of time in26

which the statue stood, riots had to be dispelled in the area surrounding the monument.27

The official justification given reported that the statue ‘needed cleaning.’ Yet, it was never re-erected28

on the site but instead relocated to the Institut des Musées Nationaux, which sits on Mont Ngaliema
and remains highly guarded and inaccessible to the general public. The plinth where the statue was
erected and taken down currently holds a bust of Laurent Kabila (Figure 2), the former Congolese
president assassinated in 2001. The reasons behind these decisions are unknown.29 30

In 2010, MONUSCO, the United Nations Peacekeeping Mission in the Congo, financed the open-air
display of former colonial statues on this site: the equestrian statue of King Leopold II as well as a

30 BBC News,  “D.R. Congo’s Leopold statue removed,” BBC News, February 4, 2005.

29 Ibid.
28 Johan Lagae, “Kinshasa. Tales of the tangible city,” Architecture Beyond Europe 3, (2013)

27 Makangara, Justin. “Congo’s 60th Anniversary of Independence, a Time of Reckoning?” Fondation. Carmignac, June 29, 2020.

26 France24, “In DR Congo, King Leopold’s Statue Stoic as Protests Rage Elsewhere,” France24, June 12, 2020.
25 Ibid.
24 Ibid.

23 BBC News,  “D.R. Congo’s Leopold statue removed,” BBC News, February 4, 2005.
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statue of King Albert and two busts of Queen Elizabeth. At this time, MONUSCO also funded the
construction of a botanical garden and the exhibition hall of the Academy of Fine Arts. In a press
release, the Mission described the site as the ‘cemetery of the initial builders of the Belgian Congo,’
and justified their display as a means to ‘promote the open-air museum and entertainment for young
people.’31

Decision-Making Processes

Details about the precise decision-making process concerning the statue’s return in 2005 remain
elusive, as several reports provide conflicting accounts as to why the statue was taken down so
promptly after having been erected. For instance, while the official press statement stated that the
statue needed cleaning, some accounts also quote Minister Muzungu as saying that it had ‘only been
put up as a temporary measure ‘to see if the concrete [base] could support the weight.’ And yet, as32

evidenced by his comment on the statue’s role in garnering Congo’s past and historical memory,
Muzungu appeared to be  invested in its re-erection for reasons beyond its weight.

The decision to put up the statue in 2005 was taken unilaterally by Muzungu, while other ministers
strongly opposed the decision. As such, it did not respond to any demand for recovering historical33

memory on behalf of the Congolese people. Muzungu even admitted that he personally made the
decision to reinstate the statue, claiming that ‘I have decided to put back all the monuments from the
Congolese heritage. The colonial statues form part of those.’ And, after being taken down under34

mysterious circumstances, Muzungu insisted that ‘we are going to put it up later, in a grand
ceremony.’35

While the official narrative highlights Muzungu’s unilateral action, other important cultural
institutions may have played a role in the decision-making process, especially given that the event
coincided with the abovementioned exhibition on Congolese national memory. For example, José
Batekele, director of the National Museum of Mont-Ngaliema, stated that ‘Leopold II, for us, is a part
of our history, a memory, a reference for our children. So history, whether it is bad or good, remains
history, because there are schools here, we teach our children the history of the Congo, pre-colonial,
colonial, and postcolonial history.’36

The largely undemocratic process behind the statue’s re-erection was all but conducive to a
satisfactory resolution. In a country where representation and popular vote has remained precious
but elusive, Leopold stands as a symbol of unilateral and authoritarian rule. The strength of the
response in the next 24 hours from the Congolese thus speaks to the failure of this unilateral
decision to remain in force.

However, sixteen years after Muzungu’s decision, responses in Kinshasa to the decisions taken

36 Africa News, “Good riddance to sour history: Congolese on toppling of King Leopold II Statue,” Africa News, June 12, 2020.
35 Ibid.

34 Belgium News,  “Colonial Congo statue lasts a day,” Belgium News, February 4, 2005.

33 Ibid.
32 BBC News,  “D.R. Congo’s Leopold statue removed,” BBC News, February 4, 2005.
31 L’avenir, “La MONUSCO réhabilite la statue équestre de Léopold II et le monument Albert Ier,” L’avenir, April 11, 2010.
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remain mixed. Some say, ‘He left us in poverty. He exploited our raw materials and left us with
nothing,’ while others believe that ‘it is important for [Congolese] to remember our past, like the
Jewish people remember the Holocaust.’ The fact that these opinions diverge so significantly37

indicates that perhaps more research is necessary to look deeper into the history and politics of
Congo’s cultural institutions and the ways in which they might be (re)shaping historical narratives.

These responses reveal the necessity to consider the political history of a country and its particular
relationship to colonialism when evaluating the legacy of any historical figure. Unlike the parallel
statue in Belgium - the colonial power in question - the responses amongst the Congolese reveal an
ambiguous and uncertain relationship towards the memory of colonial subjugation.

Summary and Conclusions

Contestation surrounding the statue of Leopold II in Kinshasa has been dormant for some years,
though it re-entered the public debate in summer 2020 when the Ghent statue was taken down as
part of the global Black Lives Matter reckoning. The parallel was made that the relationship with38

the statue is more ambivalent in Kinshasa than in Ghent, reflecting the difficulties faced by the
Congolese population to grapple with their country’s former status as a private colonial possession
and the corresponding effects on their understanding of ‘heritage,’ ‘memory,’ and ‘history’.

The decision-making process that led to the statue being erected, taken down and relocated is
confusing and vague. Indeed, it is unclear whether such decisions were personally motivated,
informed by colonial nostalgia, or guided by popular sentiments towards the individual figure of
Leopold II vis-à-vis the Belgian colonial enterprise.

Today, the statue of Leopold stands in a museum that is generally inaccessible to the public. This
reveals again the complicated nature of Congo’s cultural memory and raises questions about the
monument’s current and potential role in supporting or conditioning the ability for the Congolese to
navigate their relationship with the past.

Research contributed by Ananya Agustin Malhotra and Alejandro Posada Téllez

Last updated February 2022
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About Contested Histories
In recent years, there have been many contestations over memorials, street names, and other physical
representations of historical legacies in public spaces. These contestations often reflect deeper societal
tensions whether triggered by political transitions, demographic shifts, inter-ethnic strife, or a growing
awareness of unaddressed historical injustices.

The Contested Histories project is a multi-year initiative designed to identify principles, processes, and best
practices for addressing these contestations at the community or municipal level and in the classroom.
Conflicts about history, heritage, and memory are a global phenomenon, and, although each case is different,
comparative cases can indicate lessons learned and reflect best practices.

About IHJR at EuroClio
The Institute for Historical Justice and Reconciliation (IHJR) is a research centre at EuroClio - European
Association for History Educators in The Hague, The Netherlands. The IHJR works with educational and
public policy institutions to organise and sponsor historical discourse in pursuit of acknowledgement and the
resolution of historical disputes in divided communities and societies.

Contact information
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Program Director
+33 66828327
contestedhistories@euroclio.eu
www.contestedhistories.org
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